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SCHOOL  ABSENTEEISM  - IT'S  NOT  JUST  FOR  KIDS  ANYMORE 


The  Boston  Public  School  system  is  faced  with  a serious  professional  absentee 
problem  which  cost  $9.8  million  in  the  1979-1980  school  year.  School-based  aca- 
demic personnel  were  absent  an  average  of  12  days  last  year,  9 of  which  were  for 
sick  leave,  despite  their  shorter  work  year.  A severance  pay  program  designed  to 
slow  down  sick  leave  use  is  not  working  and  represents  a growing  financial  liability 
that  currently  totals  $20  million. 

This  Bureau  analysis  is  limited  to  school-based  academic  personnel.  Only  these 
positions  are  included  in  the  present  automated  personnel  system,  which  alone  has 
the  capability  of  generating  absentee  reports.  Prior  to  the  1979-1980  school  year 
all  personnel  information  was  contained  on  file  cards.  Non-academic  personnel  in- 
formation is  still  on  these  cards.  The  School  Department  deserves  credit  for  start- 
ing to  automate  their  employee  files.  However,  the  current  incompleteness  of  the 
personnel  system  is  just  one  more  illustration  of  the  inadequate  management  controls 
which  contribute  to  the  School  Department  overspending. 

School  Professional  Absenteeism  - A $9.8  Million  Problem 


Academic  personnel  who  are  members  of  the  Boston  Teachers  Union  (BTU)  or  the 
Boston  Association  of  School  Administrators  and  Supervisors  (BASAS)  have  contracts 
which  allow  paid  leaves  of  absence  for  a variety  of  reasons.  These  include  sick 
leave  (15  days),  personal  business  (2  days)  and  events  involving  the  immediate 
family--death  (5  days),  funerals  (1  day),  weddings  (1  day),  graduation  (1  day). 
Absence  is  granted  with  no  pay  for  reasons  such  as  maternity  leave  (18  months) . 
However,  personnel  going  on  maternity  leave  are  eligible  to  be  paid  for  accumulated 
sick  leave.  During  the  1979-1980  school  year  about  5,675  school-based  academic 
personnel,  those  most  responsible  for  educating  Boston  school  children,  were  absent 
a total  of  68,373  days--an  average  of  12  days  per  person.  Illness  accounted  for 
50,119  days  or  73%  of  the  absences.  Personal  business  days  and  paid  maternity 
leave  accounted  for  5,429  and  4,657  days  respectively.  The  total  cost  of  these 
absences  was  $9.8  million  last  year.  Some  $7.3  million  in  salaries  went  to  per- 
sonnel who  did  not  work.  Substitute  teachers  cost  an  additional  $2.5  million. 

Sick  Leave  - A Privilege  Now  Used  as  a Right 

Sick  leave  ensures  a continuation  of  income  when  a school  employee  is  tempor- 
arily unable  to  work  for  physical  reasons.  Unused  sick  leave  and  personal  days  are 
allowed  to  accumulate,  without  limit,  for  use  in  subsequent  years.  Last  year  school- 
based  academic  personnel  averaged  8.8  sick  days  per  person.  That  is  slightly  above 
the  average  taken  by  federal  employees  (8.5  days).  According  to  the  National  Center 
for  Health  Statistics,  it  is  66%  higher  than  the  number  (5.3  days)  taken  by  American 
workers  as  a whole.  Boston  school  absences  have  increased  since  1978.  A Bureau 
report  on  sick  leave  in  a number  of  city  departments  that  year  showed  that  the 


average  sick  leave  use  for  teachers  was  8.6  days.  School  officials  argue  that  job 
stress  accounts  for  the  high  school  personnel  sick-leave  rate.  However  a work  year 
of  180  days,  28%  less  than  the  normal  work  year,  should  still  allow  for  a substan- 
tial decrease  in  sick  leave  use. 

The  School  Department's  current  sick  leave  benefits  are  high  by  national 
standards.  A survey  by  Educational  Research  Service,  Inc.  covering  71  school  sys- 
tems with  student  enrollments  of  40,000  or  more  showed  that  57  systems  gave  teachers 
fewer  sick  days  and  51  gave  administrators  fewer  days  than  Boston. 

Severance  Pay  - A Growing  Liability 

A significant  cost  associated  with  sick  leave  is  severance  pay.  Academic 
personnel  who  have  10  years  of  service  are  paid  severance  when  they  leave  the  system. 
Members  of  the  BTU  are  paid  40%  and  members  of  BASAS  are  paid  30%  of  the  final  per 
diem  salary  for  each  accumulated  sick  and  personal  day.  Last  year  117  BTU  and  BASAS 
members  received  severance  payment  for  16,188  days  costing  $802,679,  an  average  of 
$6,860  per  person.  The  highest  severance  payment  was  $18,800.  The  total  sick-leave 
accumulation  by  BASAS  and  BTU  members  was  over  594,000  days  as  of  August  31,  1980. 
About  840  employees  had  accumulated  200  or  more  days  sick  leave- -enough  credit  to 
take  an  entire  school  year  off  at  full  pay.  The  financial  liability  for  this  accum- 
ulated sick  leave  at  1980  salary  levels  was  approximately  $20  million.  The  sever- 
ance provision  was  supposed  to  reduce  sick-leave  use.  However,  its  usage  has  grown 
from  an  estimated  4.3-day  average  in  1966,  before  the  introduction  of  severance  pay, 
to  the  present  8.8  days. 

Prescription  for  Change 

1.  The  key  to  sick  leave  control  is  proper  supervision.  The  School  Committee 
should  make  principals,  headmasters  and  supervisors  aware  of  the  costs  involved  and 
hold  them  accountable  for  the  attendance  of  employees  under  their  supervision.  Re- 
ports should  be  analyzed  monthly  to  identify  employees  with  excessive  absences. 

2.  Payments  for  unused  sick  leave  are  inappropriate  and  ineffective  and  should 
be  discontinued  through  collective  bargaining  negotiations. 

3.  After  five  days  of  illness  uncertified  by  a doctor  in  a year,  additional 
sick  leave  should  be  subject  to  the  discretion  of  the  principal/headmaster  or 
supervisor.  This  would  disabuse  employees  of  the  notion  that  they  are  automatically 
entitled  to  15  days  each  year. 

Harry  M.  Duming,  Executive  Director 
Samuel  R.  Tyler,  Associate  Executive  Director 
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